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Metropolitan King County Council
Planning, Rural Service and Environment Committee
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	Jenny Ngo
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	2018-0066
	Date:
	June 19, 2018




SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2018-0066 would approve a plan to restructure the Public Benefit Rating System Program in response a budget proviso. 

SUMMARY

The Public Benefit Rating System (PBRS) program encourages the preservation and conservation of privately-held open space, farmland, or forestland through a property tax reduction. Property owners may enroll in the voluntary program administered through the Department of Natural Resources and Parks (DNRP). 

In adopting the 2017-2018 biennial budget, the Council included a proviso on the Water and Land Resources Division budget restricting $100,000 in appropriation authority and requiring a restructuring plan addressing strategies to implement tiered application fees and improve program efficiencies in the program. Proposed Motion 2018-0066 would approve the proposed PBRS restructure plan (Plan), which could then be implemented through three future ordinances. 

Key elements of the restructure proposal include:
· Modifying program application fees from a flat rate to a tiered system based on property acreage enrollment into the PBRS program.
· Consolidating the Timber Land program administered by DNRP with the Designated Forestland program administered by the Department of Assessments. The new program would be administered through the Department of Assessments.
· Revising program criteria and policy to improve clarity and program administration. This includes creating a new qualifying open space resource for major resource recovery efforts on properties encumbered with critical fish and wildlife habitat resources. 

Proposed Motion 2018-0066 and the attached Plan appear to meet the terms of the proviso requirement. If the Committee takes action on the proposed restructure plan in the Proposed Motion, it will have an option to amend the implementation of the restructure at the time of any future ordinance review.


BACKGROUND 

PBRS program and administration. PBRS is one of four programs that provide property tax reductions to landowners who voluntarily preserve open space, agricultural or forest lands. Two of these programs, PBRS program and Timber Land program are administered by DNRP. Two others, the Farm and Agricultural Lands program and Forestland program, are administered through the Department of Assessments. Property enrolled in any of the programs are assessed at the “current use” instead of the full market value, which results in lower assessment values. Whereas full market value considers the highest and best use of the property, current use is only the value of the existing land and improvements. Under PBRS, the reduction in taxable value is 50 to 90 percent for the portion of the property placed in current use status.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The PBRS program was established in 1992 and is the broadest of the four current use tax programs. Currently, 1,750 parcels totaling 12,611 acres are enrolled in the PBRS program. The program is authorized under RCW Chapter 84.34 and K.C.C. Chapter 20.36. Properties are eligible if they contain one or more qualifying open space resource and score at least five points. Water and Land Resources Division (WLRD) staff review applications to establish site characteristics, qualifying land areas, and eligible open space resources. The PBRS program covers 19 types of open space resources ranging in eligible points (Attachment 3):

1. Public recreation area: 5 points
1. Aquifer protection area: 5 points  
1. Buffer to public or current use classified land: 3 points  
1. Equestrian-pedestrian-bicycle trail linkage, providing public access: 35 points
1. Active trail linkage, providing public access
4. 25 points: property owner enters into an agreement regarding improvement of the trail, including trail pavement and maintenance.  
4. 15 points: the property owner allows a soft-surface, nonpaved trail.  
1. Farm and agricultural conservation land: 5 points  
1. Forest stewardship land, not enrolled in the timberland program: 5 points  
1. Historic landmark or archeological site - buffer to a designated site: 3 points
1. Historic landmark or archeological site - designated site: 5 points  
1. Historic landmark or archeological site - eligible site: 3 points 
1.  Rural open space, 10 or more acres: 5 points  
1. Rural stewardship land: 5 points  
1. Scenic resource, viewpoint or view corridor: 5 points  
1. Significant plant or ecological site: 5 points  
1. Significant wildlife or salmonid habitat: 5 points  
1. Special animal site: 3 points
1. Surface water quality buffer: 5 points  
1. Urban open space: 5 points  
1. Watershed protection area: 5 points  

Bonus points may be awarded on top of the points above if properties provide additional benefit such as resource restoration, additional surface water qualify buffers, are contiguous to other enrolled parcels under a separate ownership, include a conservation or historic preservation easement, or provide public access. 

The public benefit rating system uses the total number of awarded points to determine the property’s current use value. This current use value is based on a percentage of the land’s the assessed fair market value. For enrolled properties, current use value are calculated as between 10 and 50 percent of the market value:


	Public Benefit Rating
	Current Use Value

	0-4 points
	100% of market value

	5-10 points
	50% of market value

	11-15 points
	40% of market value

	16-20 points
	30% of market value

	21-34 points
	20% of market value

	35-52 points
	10% of market value



2017-2018 King County Budget proviso requirement. As part of its review during consideration of the 2017-2018 biennial budget, the Council incorporated Proviso P1 in Section 81, requiring the Department provide a plan to include strategies to implement a sliding scale of the PBRS application fee based on current assessed value of the property applying to be enrolled in the program and strategies to efficiently operate the PBRS program in collaboration with the Assessor's office and other King County departments.

	Ordinance 18409, Section 81, P1 PROVIDED THAT:
	Of this appropriation, $100,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a plan to restructure the public benefit rating system program and a motion that should approve the plan and reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance, ordinance section and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion and a motion approving the plan is passed by the council.
	The plan shall include, but not be limited to:
	A.  Strategies to implement a sliding scale for the public benefit rating system application fee based on the current assessed value of the property applying to be enrolled in the program; and
	B.  Strategies to efficiently operate the public benefit rating system program in collaboration with the assessor's office and other King County departments, which may result in cost savings in the general fund.
	The executive should file the plan and a motion required by this proviso by October 30, 2017, in the form of a paper original and an electronic copy with the clerk of the council, who shall retain the original and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the transportation, economy and environment committee, or its successor.

ANALYSIS

Proposed Motion 2018-0066 would approve the restructuring plan contained in Attachment A, including changes to the PBRS fee structure and program, and shifting the administration of the Timber Lands program from DNRP to the Department of Assessments. The Plan also includes a proposal to revise the PBRS program to create a new qualifying open space resource for major resource recovery efforts on properties encumbered with critical fish and wildlife habitat resources.  Future adoption of ordinances are required to enact and implement the restructuring plan. 

The PBRS and Timber Land programs have two dedicated full-time staff involved in the intake, review, processing, and monitoring of the two programs. Combined, the programs cover 1,530 properties over 15,000 acres. Over the past 10 years, the County received on average 64 applications per year for these programs. 

Improvements to Date. The Plan summarizes DNRP’s past efforts to improve and make more efficient the PBRS program. Revisions to the program between 1993 and 2011 have streamlined the open space resource categories and policies. Recent improvements include updates to the program’s public-facing materials, including website improvements, documentation, and program materials; database and data collection; and DNRP’s geographic information systems (GIS) and mapping tools. The Plan states that these improvements provide improved communication and assistance to participants as well as support more comprehensive data and better analytical tools to PBRS program staff to process applications.  

Description of Strategies to Restructure the Program. The Plan provides two strategies to improve efficiency of the PBRS program, including modifications to program criteria and consolidation of the Timber Land program administered by DNRP with the Designated Forestland program administered by the Department of Assessments. 

Properties must qualify as one or more open space resources in order to be eligible for the program. Currently, 19 different open space resources are listed in the program. The Plan proposes the creation of a new open space resource category for “major resource recovery efforts”, which entails the recovery or restoration of significantly degraded natural resources through sponsorship by an agency. Properties eligible for this category are those where major structures or impediments, such as bulkheads or culverts, are removed. 

The Plan proposes to merge the Timber Land program with the Designated Forestland programs consistent with RCW 84.34.400. The program would be administered and operated by a single department, the Department of Assessments. Under this proposal, the Timberland classification would be terminated and eligible properties would be classified as Designated Forestland. Presently, these programs both enroll manageable forestlands on RA, F, or A zoned properties, but differ based on size of property enrolled. The Timber Land program covers forestland between 5 acres and 20 acres in size and Designated Forestland program covers forestlands larger than 20 acres. 

Description of Strategies for Application Fee Structure. The Plan evaluates five application fee options for PBRS applications, including options based on: 1) enrollment of acreage, 2) tax reduction percentage, 3) total tax savings, 4) assessed value, and 5) a flat-fee. 

RCW 84.34.030 requires that applications “must be accompanied by a reasonable processing fee if a processing fee is established by the city or county legislative authority.” On average, each of these options equal the current program fee of $480 per application, providing analysis of each fee option using a revenue neutral proposal. The Water and Land Resources Division estimates that approximately 12 to 15 hours of their staff time is necessary to process an application, totaling approximately $1,200 to $1,500 per application. 

Per the proviso requirements, the Plan analyzes a fee structure using assessed value; however, the Plan concludes that this option is less preferable due challenges with increasing property values over time (necessitating frequent evaluation of the program fees) and inconsistencies between assessed value and program benefit. The Plan proposes to shift the existing flat per-application fee to a tiered fee schedule based on enrolled property acreage, which would be done in a future ordinance. The Plan states that this proposed fee structure accounts for additional staff time necessary to process applications for larger properties and is not subject to fluctuations in property value. 

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2018-0066 (with attachments)
2. Transmittal Letter
3. PBRS Open Space Resource Definitions and Eligibility

INVITED

1. Josh Baldi, Division Director, WLRD
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